Abstract
MOOCs in Italian Higher Education: state of the art
In the following years, until 2025, we will provide assistance due to the huge increase in the demand for education, especially from the developing countries (NAFSA, 2010) . We will, thus, have to ensure that both quality and large-scale teaching are provided. MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) could be a solution for providing quality contents and good scholars for students who otherwise could not pay or have access to this education. But what we know about MOOCs at the international level is that we usually have only a small number of students who are engaged; but most of them do not continue the courses till completion. Apart from this, MOOCs are not utilised for undergraduate students and it is sure that they need a new pedagogy. This kind of pedagogy has to be active and based on a knowledge-building approach (Laurillard, 2002; Gibbs & Jenkins, 1992) . The role of e-tutor is crucial: his/her aim is to help students in socialisation, support them in trouble-shooting, and encourage sharing and participation.
In Italy, we are definitely far from this situation in terms of availability of courses and conceptual elaboration, and it is only in these last few months that we are starting to think that MOOCs have a real chance in higher education.
In Italy, MOOCs were created in March 2013 by Online Universities (UniCusano, UniMarconi). "Sapienza" University, Rome, in February 2013, signed a partnership with Coursera for delivering three MOOCs: the first was in January 2014. The Politechnic of Milan implemented its MOOCs platform, Polimi Open Knowledge (in Internet, URL: https://www.pok.polimi.it/about), to integrate the already existing activities (for students of the last years of Secondary Schools and for Lifelong learning programs). Without considering some research articles published earlier (Fini, 2009; Ghislandi & Raffaghelli, 2013; Cesareni et alii, 2014) , the first occasion for reflecting on MOOCs was the congress:
Designing MOOCs in Higher Education. Outcomes of an experimentation at the Catholic University of Milan Ferrari, Rivoltella, Rizzi, Scott "Apertura e flessibilità nell'istruzione superiore: oltre l'e-Learning?" ,2 which was organised by SIEL 3 and SIREM 4 in Perugia in November 2014.
There seems to be no great interest in MOOCs. The reason might be that we do not have a free market in higher education; degrees are always really important to students and corporate organisations because of the legal value of degrees; universities are the only players that are able to deliver these degrees, so they are not forced into innovation. In addition to this we have to consider that in Italy we have no tradition on the accreditation of professional skills and other nonacademic activities. So at this moment it is really difficult to imagine that MOOCs can create a formative market that is able to give their students ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) that the universities automatically recognise.
So, what happened in the recent past is that universities experimented and utilised MOOCs basically as a marketing option, without any business planning or strategic considerations. Developing the MOOC is useful and fun. This can possibly attract students and give universities a choice, and to their customers, the chance of keeping up with the times. Public policies are not so different: it seems that they talk about MOOCs only for being trendy, but it is not really clear what MOOCs are and what they could provide to higher education.
2. A case study: "Virtùalmente". Concept, design, and development
Concept
The origin of "Virtùalmente" is a contest, with the same title
5
. The schools were asked to produce contents (stories, toons, digital contents, videos, photos, and so on) about digital media as an opportunity for education. The Italian title in English could sound like "Virtuelly", with an "e" at the place of "a" ("Virtù" is the Italian word for virtue). The pun invites participants to think about digital media as an opportunity, and not only as a risk. The idea is that moral panic is not the best solution to cyberbullying, sexting and other incorrect digital practices: the alternative is education as a chance for preventing wrong behaviours and for creating a new digital citizenship. So the contest could be considered as a media education activity allowing children to think of the digital media in a positive way; this means to make them aware of their chances and at the same time of their bad uses.
Toniolo Institute, in Milan, launched the contest and asked CREMIT 6 to provide a formative activity for the teachers of the participating classrooms. We thought that it was a great occasion for experimenting on a MOOC. The concept was to produce seven modules of online activities, one for each of the virtues that the tradition has fixed -from Aristotle to nowadays. The starting point was a book (Rivoltella, 2015) , whose contents became the first story-board of the MOOC.
Design and development

The platform
The first course design step was the identification of the MOOC platform: where to build and run the course. Such activities led to the selection of Open Education, the cloud-based platform that Blackboard Co. has been offering to institutions aiming at developing MOOCs since 2014. This product is an alternative to the more famous Course sites, now primarily used by individual users.
The selection was based on the following considerations: • Open Education is an affordable and robust platform as it is based on the same virtual learning environment (Vle) that the Catholic University has been adopting since 2001; • The course design phase started in June 2014. Due to the short time available for the tuning of the online environment, it was fundamental for the team to identify a product familiar to instructional designers and easy to set up. Such expertise in the use of Blackboard enabled the team to focus on the course and content design, such as learning modules, video lectures and online activities. In addition to this, because the platform was cloud-based, further installation capabilities were not required in the university; • Open Education offers the technological functionalities considered essential for supporting the teaching and learning process of the course "Virtùalmente": learning unit was easy to set up without coding activity; good tracking tools; Ferrari, Rivoltella, Rizzi, Scott badges collection in case of completion of one part of the course; adaptive release to make different paths for the users of the two-levels of the course. At the end of the first edition of "Virtùalmente", it is certainly possible to claim that the first experimental MOOC that ran through Blackboard Open Education has been overall positive, as confirmed from the appreciation of the users in the final survey. Technical problems -this was the case of the function of subscription to the discussion board -were overcome thanks to the Blackboard support team.
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Timing and structure
The course was launched in November 20, 2014 and ran for 24 weeks with a workload of about 1 hour per week, 2 hours per learning module. Enrolments in the course were accepted for the first month so that late learners could make up delay. The learning path closed at the end of February 2015 but learners had two months extra time to complete the course and gain the certificate of completion. 
The online course design
The online environment was designed with the aim to offer learners "structure and guidance" (Mackness, Mak, Williams, 2010) . The menu of the course was structured around 5 main areas:
• Information on the course: announcements, staff details, course syllabus and a description of the advanced track; • Community: to promote cohesion among learners. It consisted of subsections: participants' map, #virtualmente twitting and resources from learners; • Learning modules: the core of the course contents; • Achievements: to let learners check the badges obtained and the score of the online tests; • Discussion board: to collect questions or reflections on course contents, problems with the platform and additional links provided by learners. The online course started with a warm up and ice breaking phase. Learners were involved in different activities aiming at building an online community, welcoming them and verifying their access to the course (Salmon, 2000) . The first learning module on patience was published during the second week of the course. Each new module was made available to learners every two weeks and each one had a general and recursive pattern for guiding participants in the online learning path. The modules, which could be browsed either sequentially or hypertextually, contained:
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• a quotation card aiming at attracting learners and activating their thinking;
• the specific learning objectives of the single virtue;
• the in-depth cultural and pedagogical materials;
• the online lectures where the video of the instructor was enriched by keywords and a final conceptual map;
• additional external links to websites or articles available on the web;
• the bibliography of the module;
• a final test based on closed questions. Learners could complete the quiz once and then revise the given answers. At this second stage the e-tutor's interaction and presence within discussion boards faded. He/she declared that he/she would act as an observer of the online interaction among learners, as a filter with the staff in case of doubts, and as the Twitter animator. This role change was based on the reflection that "support and moderation that would normally be expected in a course were not feasible" (Mackness, Mak, Williams 2010) within an MOOC.
An additional component of "Virtùalmente" was the introduction of some elements of gamification into the course so as to raise learners' engagement (Muntean, 2011) . With this respect learners started with a simple onboard mission where they were asked to view an introduction to the course and then invited to collect the 7 badges related to each virtue. The single badges were provided after the successful completion of the module. The final certificate of completion, which was automatically released through the platform, was given to those who completed the entire course. In addition, such certificate could be published by learners on Mozilla backpack so as to show the learning outcomes of the course and to give students' employers or institutions a visual proof of the attended path (Bowen, Thomas 2014) .
Highlights from the survey
Research data were collected both from an initial and a final course questionnaire 7 and from the platform's tracking. We will briefly describe the emerging results trying to focus on what is more interesting in relation to the management quality of the course.
Learners' profile
184 learners (40,26%) out of 457 responded to the initial questionnaire 8 . Most of the learners were female (73,30%) and adult. A large number of the respondents fell in the 41-50 year age range (37,61%), and another 36,73% were over 50 years. 25,67% of the respondents were under 40 years. A significant proportion of respondents were teachers (65,24%) working in upper secondary school (46,04%). Other roles mentioned within the questionnaire were related to the area of teaching and learning: trainers (7,73%), students (3,86%) and educators (3,43%). Only a few people enrolled in the course as parents and retirees. Such data were confirmed through the final course questionnaire 9 . Most respondents had already experienced a distance course (78,04%): "Virtùalmente" was their first MOOC (32,71%), while 45,33% had already enrolled in other MOOCs. 21,96% was completely new to distance learning. The questionnaire further investigated teachers' attitudes towards technology which proved to be positive 10 . Teachers claimed that technology has a powerful impact on learning productivity (4,70/6 points): it supports integration (4,6/6 points) and it fosters building relationships (4,52/6 points). Although the respondents were enthusiastic about technology, they showed a critical and cautious approach: they did not agree with the fact that technology replaces all the traditional teaching methods or tools (2,97/6 points).
Learners' expectations from the course
Learners decided to enroll in this online course for different reasons. Some of them listed the possibility of gathering useful contents for their teaching activities (19,19%) , some others wanted to develop skills related to digital wisdom (18,01%), and to the new web behaviours (12,12%). Learners also cited reasons linked to personal interests towards the subjects proposed within the course (13,13%), and towards the possibility of sharing ideas with other people or colleagues (14,81%). The thought of experimenting on a MOOC was not appealing (4,21%) to the group. The questionnaires were created through QuestionPro (http://www.questionpro.com/) and linked within the online course. 8 The initial questionnaire was published at the launch of the course and it was available until the end of the enrollment phase. 9 The final questionnaire was published ten days before the end of the course and was completed by 63 (13,79%) out of 457 learners. Respondents claimed to be teachers (65,22%), educators (11,59%), trainers (4,35%), students (4.35%) and parents (4,35%). 10 The learners were asked to rate a list of statements adopting a 1-6 points scale, ranging from 1=not at all to 6=completely. Ferrari, Rivoltella, Rizzi, Scott A comparison among the answers collected from the initial and final questionnaire revealed that learners moved from the idea of a community approach to the course to an individual one. As a matter of fact, learners' expectations on discussing with other people or colleagues were higher at the beginning: 14,81% against 4,28% at the end. Such a lack of interactivity among learners was perceived as a possible component of improvement for future editions of the course.
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In the final open comments, 6 respondents suggested that the development staff should foster a larger amount of interaction among the online community. It is impossible to say whether such "significant decline in interaction following the first week and in successive weeks" (Mackness, Mak, Williams 2010) could be linked to the change in tutor's role: at the very beginning, when tutor's presence and interaction within the course were intense, learners were more active within the discussion boards. When the tutor faded to give place to students' voice, learners' production decreased.
Despite such a decline in interaction, the majority of the respondents felt involved in a learning community: 62,5% rated 6, 5, and 4 on a 1-6 scale 11 . The main aspects that contributed to such a level of involvement were tutor's presence (4,08/6 points), forum's discussion (3,47/6 points) and participants' map (3,47/6 points). Less cited was the interaction through twitter (3,47/6 points).
Satisfaction
The majority of the respondents were satisfied with the course. Learners appreciated the content offered through the course. Video lectures were rated 5,5/6 points, external links 5,11/6 points, additional pedagogical materials 5,05/6 points, additional cultural materials 4,91/6 points. Less appreciated were the online quizzes proposed at the end of each module (4,27/6 points). Students suggested that they would be revised for future editions of the course.
The majority of the respondents valued positively the introduction of badges within the course: 68% chose 6, 5 and 4 points on a 1-6 scale 12 . The main reasons listed were: badges represented a stimulus to do (27,03%), they introduced a playful element within the course (21,62%), they increased learner's engagement (16,22%), they were a stimulus to the study (14,86%). The course duration was coherent with the content provided: 85,71% of learners declared they were satisfied with the length of course, 7,14% said it was too dilated, and another 7,14% too contracted. 50% of the respondents spent 2 hours per module, which was the time estimated by the staff; 28,57% between 3 and 4 hours, 19,64% less than 2 hours, 1,79% more than 2 hours.
Reputation
A large proportion of learners registered for the course were in different ways related to the instructor, to his Research Centre or to Catholic University. As emerged in some discussion board posts, people were attracted by the quality usually guaranteed by the development staff and by the institution. 26,67% of the respondents to the final questionnaire declared that they heard about the MOOC through Cremit's communication channels, 25% through word of mouth of colleagues and friends, 15% through newspapers, 13,33% through the Istituto Toniolo channels, and 6,67% during training sessions. The data collected through the questionnaire were supported by an analysis of the list of learners enrolled: 29,97% (137 students) of the total participants were familiar to Cremit staff.
The appreciation to the course was also demonstrated through individual emails sent by participants to the online tutor at the end of the learning path:
"heartfelt thanks to you, to Professor Pier Cesare Rivoltella, and to Catholic University for the opportunity given to us!" "I wanted to thank you for the beautiful experience this learning path has offered me. Many are the reflection sparks provided to be used with my students […] I hope to have the possibility to be part of your learners again".
Levels of participation
As Hrastinski (2008 Hrastinski ( , 2009 underlines in his research, online learning participation is a complex and evolving process for the learner and there are different levels of participation, from accessing the online environment to engaging in a dialogue.
Exploring participation behaviour and the different kind of activities, we found out four levels of participant's engagement: drop out, lurkers, active participants and productive ones. Designing MOOCs in Higher Education. Outcomes of an experimentation at the Catholic University of Milan Ferrari, Rivoltella, Rizzi, Scott In the first group, we have two different types of drop-out: initial and beginner. Initial drop outs are 10 out of 457: they are learners who registered for the MOOC but never accessed the online environment. The others are 110 (24%): they accessed and left during the first week of the course. Comparing these data with usual high dropout rates of MOOCs (Koutropoulos, et al., 2012; Jordan's, 2013) it's possible to say that in our case the rate was not so high.
Lurkers (153, 33%) followed the course but did not participate in activities or interacted with each other. They just "read" the contents or discussion posts. Analysing lurking in traditional online courses (Ferrari & Garavaglia, 2010) , we propose to consider them as "learners who are bystanders to course discussions, lack commitment to the community, and receive benefits without giving anything back" (Rovai, 2000, p.291) . Milligan, Littlejohn, Margaryan (2013) point out that MOOCs must accommodate learners of all types. Lurkers are also included even if they do not participate in any interaction or else they can take knowledge to their own external networks. The third group is "active participants" (184, 40,2%). They are not just consuming contents (like lurkers usually do), but actively interact with contents and other people. They completed tests at the end of each module (as show in figure  3 ), answered the initial questionnaire (184), contributed to the map (125). Active participation was really good, comparing it with literature references. Rodriguez's (2012) review of MOOCs estimates active participation at less than 10%, while Downes (2013b) suggests that "Dunbar's number" of 150 should be the minimum number of active participants to qualify as "massive" a course. Many of the active learners (77) posted messages in forum (261 during the delivery of the MOOC). Discussing is an opportunity to make connections with others and go in depth about the contents: "In this sense, the MOOC allows a new
